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For Megan and Leah,
Karen and Pam



‘For it’s so clear that in order to begin to live in the present we must first redeem the past, and that can only be done by suffering, by strenuous, uninterrupted labour.’

ANTON CHEKHOV, THE CHERRY ORCHARD, ACT II TRANSLATED BY JULIUS WEST




‘If you tell people the truth, make them laugh or they’ll kill you.’

GEORGE BERNARD SHAW
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BEFORE

I hold my mother under each arm as she takes tiny shuffling steps towards the car, and open the passenger door to ease her slowly back onto the seat. I lift her skinny legs one by one into the footwell and make sure her slippered feet are flat on the floor.

‘Where are we going?’ she asks, as I lean over to buckle her seat belt.

‘For a rest,’ I say, ‘to a nice place. With your own room.’

‘Why?’

I can’t tell her why. So I lie and say this will only be for a week or two, just to give her a break. ‘Like a hotel.’

The care home is a 1930s red-brick building with turrets, no doubt built as a grand home for a wealthy family. A carer meets us in reception and leads us through to the day room.

The residents sit in high-backed chairs, homogenized and diminished by age. Many are huddled beneath blankets with their heads bowed in sleep, but as we pass a woman in a tweed skirt with neatly bobbed hair and the earnest face of a teacher, she reaches out, her voice pleading. ‘Nurse! Nurse! What should I be doing?’ A man on a gurney, his arms writhing, is shouting, his voice shrill and echoing through a space that is otherwise oddly silent.

The carer leads us to a vacant chair tucked away beyond a baby grand piano under a green cover. Together, the two of us try to settle Mum in, though she stiffens and resists as we ease her backwards to sit. The carer brings a dining-room chair for me and offers us tea. When she goes, I try to think of something reassuring to say to Mum, but the thought of my own complicity in bringing her to this place chokes my words. How have I allowed things to come to this? Why didn’t I do more?

Three weeks earlier, I had been called to an emergency meeting with adult protection services, social workers and the police. They examined the written reports from social services detailing my father’s treatment of my mother – he was not physically violent, but there was evidence of neglect and rough handling – and I told them about my own experience of his cruelties and controlling behaviour over many years, beginning long before her diagnosis of Parkinson’s dementia. The ten or more officials around the horseshoe-shaped conference table, some in uniform, were sober and serious as they listened to me and read from the papers in front of them. There was more discussion that did not include me, and then the head of adult protection said the only possible course of action was to remove my mother from potential harm. He made it clear that because she lacked the ‘mental capacity’ to bring a formal complaint against her husband of fifty years, neither social services nor the police could act unless I could persuade my father to give his permission for her to go into a care home.

And so, with no other choice, we circled him. By citing his heroic efforts to take care of his wife, the sacrifices he was making for her and the impact on his own health, I flattered and then cajoled him into agreeing to a short respite stay for my mother. The official intention was to address the situation and to ensure adequate safeguards were put in place to protect her in her own home. But I knew, and I think the authorities did too, that my father would never change, and that Mum’s move to the care home would very likely be permanent.

The carer smiles reassuringly as she returns, wheeling the tea and a piece of cake towards us on a laminated hospital table. She tells me her name is Cai. She offers to sit with my mother while I take her bags up to her room. ‘Go, go,’ she says. ‘Mum is okay with me.’

The room is cold. It has a hospital bed, a wardrobe, a dresser, and a small window overlooking the garden. The en-suite bathroom has handrails and a shower chair and is even colder than the bedroom, and though there’s nothing to object to – the place is clean and uncluttered, with plain magnolia walls – there is little to love. I unpack my mother’s dresses and cardigans, checking I’ve labelled everything with her initials in black permanent marker before hanging them in the pine wardrobe. I put a few photos of the family on the dresser and two pairs of shoes under the bed.

When I go downstairs again, Mum is alone in her chair, her tea half drunk and an empty plate with cake crumbs in front of her. I sit beside her and tell her I’ve put her things away. I say the room is lovely, but as I lift the wing-handled plastic cup to her mouth, I see her bottom lip is quivering and her eyes are darting this way and that, hunting for threats. I notice she is trying to speak, but her voice is weak and soft and I can’t make out the words.

‘What is it, Mum?’

‘I want to go … to go …’ she says, stumbling over her words, ‘… home now.’

The profound simplicity of her plea stuns me. I can think of nothing to say. At least nothing that is true. So I tell her we will go home, in a few days, and that meanwhile she should think of this as a holiday. I spend another hour talking about anything I can think of to distract her – my two daughters, work, the weather outside – but nothing consoles her, not even when I say I’ll be back in the morning to spend the day with her. I feel certain she sees through it all. She knows this is not a holiday. Even with the fog of dementia, she understands it is all wrong. She knows she has been taken from her home and her husband and all that is familiar. What she doesn’t understand is why.

The time comes for me to leave. I ask another of the carers to sit with her. I kiss my mother on the forehead, and her face creases with emotion. She is stumbling over her words, but I hear ‘Don’t … don’t … don’t …’ repeated over and over as I walk away.

By the time I reach the lobby, I see the carer on her haunches in front of Mum, patting her hand, and my mother with tears rolling down her cheeks. I feel my heart breaking.



OEBPS/images/cover.jpg
'An honest and
thoughtful memoir.
Moving but, ultimately,

full of hope. Beautiful.' & ;‘
- ’ E 1
Once my mother looked after me.

Now | Iool( afterh

Al





OEBPS/images/title.png
LOVE:CARE

SHAUN DEENEY

EEEEEEEEE







